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The Mexican-Japanese joint venture Exportadora de Sal (ESSA) has canceled plans to construct
a controversial salt- processing plant near an internationally recognized wildlife sanctuary along
the coast of Baja California Sur. The Japanese firm Mitsubishi owns 51% of the venture and the
Mexican government 49%. ESSA had proposed constructing the plant near the San Ignacio Lagoon
to supplement output at the company's existing salt-evaporation facility near the town of Guerrero
Negro. The salt processed at the Guerrero Negro plant is primarily exported to Japan and other
countries in the Pacific Rim. But Mexican and international environmental organizations had
adamantly opposed ESSA's plans to construct the new plant, claiming that industrial discharge
would harm the gray whale and other wildlife that live in the nearby Vizcaino Biosphere Reserve.
The reserve has been designated as a world-heritage site by the UN Environmental, Scientific,
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and is one of only four breeding sites for gray whales (see
SourceMex, March 17, 1999). ESSA's decision to discontinue the project was somewhat of a surprise,
since the company had announced in November of last year that UNESCO scientists had compiled
preliminary data indicating that the facility would not endanger the area's ecology (see SourceMex,
November 10, 1999).

Project scrapped because of broad opposition
But Environment Secretary Julia Carabias said strong pressure from environmental organizations
such as Grupo de los Cien, Greenpeace Mexico, and the US-based Natural Resources Defense
Council played a role in ESSA's decision to scrap the project. In addition, 34 of the world's most
distinguished scientists last year signed a letter that appeared in newspapers across the world
protesting the plant's expansion (see SourceMex, July 28, 1999). Carabias said a US campaign
organized by the Natural Resources Defense Council resulted in thousands of letters to Zedillo. She
said some of these letters, which were written by children, were accompanied by drawings with
the simple message, "President Zedillo: Don't kill the whales." The pressure from environmental
organizations also forced the Mexican government to commission a series of environmental-impact
studies. But those studies, including one scheduled for release in mid-March, generally supported
the company's position that the new salt plant posed no harm to the area's wildlife. Trade Secretary
Herminio Blanco said ESSA decided to scrap the project because the studies had also determined
that constructing the plant would have other adverse environmental effects on the area, such as
significantly altering the scenic nature of the El Vizcaino Reserve. The plant and its surrounding
facilities would have occupied 24,000 hectares, roughly one-third of the reserve's total area, the trade
secretary said. "We had to consider that the proposed site was part of the largest wildlife preserve
in Mexico and Latin America, including both ocean and desert areas," said Blanco, who is ESSA's
chief executive officer by virtue of his position as head of the Secretaria de Comercio y Fomentro
Industrial (SECOFI). "There are few places in the world like the Vizcaino Reserve," said Blanco, who
acknowledged that the site is home to several species of wildlife that merit special protection. Still,
Blanco took the opportunity to lash out at environmental organizations. "It is frustrating that some
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groups and individuals...have used this project to seek notoriety and even to make some economic
and political gains," Blanco told reporters. As expected, environmental organizations were elated by
ESSA's decision to scrap its expansion project. Homero Aridjis, director of Grupo de los Cien, said
the effort was an uphill battle because of Mitsubishi's global economic power and SECOFI's strong
political influence. "It has been a very tough fight for five years with one of the richest companies
of the world and the Mexican government," said Aridjis, who is widely credited for launching the
campaign against the ESSA expansion. Aridjis expressed satisfaction that environmental groups
persevered in their mission to stop the construction of the plant. "There are values that you can't
trade," he told reporters. "It would be like, in human terms, trading the Sistine Chapel for sea salt."
The Natural Resources Defense Council, headquartered in New York, also lauded the decision.
Organization spokesperson Joel Reynolds praised the Mexican government for making "one of the
most important environmental decisions in our generation, not just for Mexico but for the world as
well." James Brumm, an executive with Mitsubishi's North American operations, said the decision
was made jointly by his company and SECOFI. "What we would have done is flood salt flats. It
wouldn't look natural," said Brumm. "We came to appreciate a number of arguments by people that
this is an area that should be left as is for ecotourism."

Baja California Sur state seeks economic assistance
The ESSA decision caused some concern among Baja California Sur officials, who had expected
the new plant to attract more than US$180 million in new investments to the depressed area and
create more than 200 new jobs. The plant, which had been scheduled to be fully operational by 2010,
would have converted Mexico into one of the world's leading salt producers. Baja California state
legislator Pedro Graciano Osuna Lopez, who represents the district where the plant would have
been located, criticized Zedillo for lacking backbone in the face of pressure from environmental
organizations. "He succumbed to pressure from international environmental organizations, which
did not really know this project," said Osuna Lopez, a member of the center-left Partido de la
Revolucion Democratica (PRD). Baja California Sur Gov. Leonel Cota Montano, also a member of
the PRD, said the federal government now has the responsibility to work with the state to formulate
an alternative economic-development plan for the area. Cota said his administration would welcome
the government's proposal to develop the area's ecotourism industry. But he said this would have
limited economic impact on the state, since the majority of visitors were expected to come to the
area only during the three-month period when whales were calving in the El Vizcaino Reserve.
(Sources: Notimex, Associated Press, Reuters, 03/02/00; The New York Times, Los Angeles Times,
The Washington Post, El Economista, El Financiero, La Jornada, Novedades, Reforma, El Universal,
03/03/00)
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